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`;Most of us recognize that the very nature Of the second4ear
inierthediat course is complex and constitutea a problem that may

never :be; soured. The second year is a period of -transition,. -a

no- imam's land- lying somewhere between Lcomplete ignorance_ of and

,:,---ibettOra.,4e mastery of the' Ital ~ien language. -tr tioni

`periods, it le -a time of uncertainty. , for the instruct .as:

itti.t0- the student. The student- WhO appears in -the secondtyear

language course is very different from what- -he or she ,was 11-, Yeakl_

of-earlier. As a freshman, he was naive, in ways/ pi ,academia,

\\Nalerestruck at being in college, eager tq pl, ase and. to' succeed,
/Char:lied. a bit, perhaps, by the novelty of _the Italian language,

N.2, . / ..

and immensely gratified, when her,realizd that by learning three
/,

4

or four news foreign words, hefhad doubled his vocabulary.- .."'
t---

,

'Not so-the second -year student. 1 After a'yea
k.

Of hard- work
\ \ '-. ..

i -,
. . '"N 1

he knows that he still can s.peakAtnd tunderstand the, language only .\\*,.,

imperfectly, and what he has forgotten during the s ex. has

contributed to his ignorance. He feel\ frustrated because-his
, - \ .

desire to communicate far outstrips his \ability to do so. \fiToot

1 This paper yeas originally presented as -part of a- program.,

arranged by the American Associat\ion of Teacher?, of-Italian at

the Itodera Language Association 'Convention in icago, December 29',
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aeVaetating, he has probably begun to questiOn exactly what he-
c , ,

*iithie:p get Out-7of.his language study-;. and he ,may have come to
, \

the conclusion that he .limply wants to get dutOl.'it. ---/

The\homoieneoub class that,faced the instruotor,the previous
I --..

1
/ .,,i,.

J;ear;,has Aisappedi,ed. .In its place ,is a group of'stUdents who

.--

.

= A

t

,vary gx*Ettisr in their abilities, their intereand,theirgreatly

.reasons fOi, taking Italian. SO= want merely to -satisfy- the

,.- i

OVI:Oge,!-S requirements, others .hope to Use '41,027 1a i.4444-'0041

,- -- \

-With,44ends...and_family4 or in buSiness or reSearbhbr-tO,

OoMPlement their courses ihart,and muSic4,-OrA5,0)444 to 'make

-ut-000itig trip-to-Europe-more- }enjoyable.. _To_ Which the

\
instruator to direct his teaching?

.__ _ 1

_This\is one of the problems facing/ the,teacher/it the
, / \ //:,

intermediate\year. There are, of course, manyy Oilers-, most of

-1-..._ _ t

which -'are beyond the control of the lstrur;tor. One probiemk

**ever, can be'at least partly attribilted:
/to the teache and to--V.,.

what/dan be called the "Sunday night syHdrome." We all know. what

_...,-- .. /
,,,,

that is. I usually experience it weekly when, an;er-having either

('`frittered away my weekend orAsed it to accomplish more pressing'
. 4.,..

or interesting tasks, I am suddenly seized on Sunday night by
-\

the retaizetiOn that the next day is -goins-to-be-Monday_t just_

like it was last week, and,I race to begin preparing for classes.

Similarly, as the instructor returns from the second or third
. -

meeting of his intermediate class, he is stung by his professional

conbcience. "My God," he says to himself, "time..,is-running out.

For' most of these students, this is their last year of Italian!

And they know almost nothing!" He feverishly revises, his syllabus;
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'!"more work on'the subjunctiv,e and more exercises on double object

.,
pronouns:, because they don't unders1 tand those at all; I-know they

.
.,

N don't know who Mazzini was; maybe/I_sanshow them a Fellini film
N a

tnclity slides of the Sistine Chapel; and they've got to be warned
'A

-

aboutlp4pagalli and the lettec C on faucets in Italy. AndrGadda!''
A------,

,i.

4) ;my I almost fOrgoCGadde?; they've got to get Gaddal."--
..,----'

This is the blithering stage of the syndrome. Unlesq.at'this point

:.:he° `instrutor can shake his panic and take stock of the Iiiiita-

Je..tions imposed .upon_him by timei the ,capabilities,oLhis. studentS4

aft the material with which he must work, he will'become his yhtn,t
.Ohopyi,,e3chausting himself without achievin any of the goals, he

/

strives/for.

Thus, I perceive the centiel-problvtiof the inteimedia "te

year as the problem of what to choose to teach. in a very .34Mited

/
time to a'.gioup o situdents who differ greatly,irrtheirneeds,

,

',..........;

abilities, dt-itudej, and.interestS. The problem is admittedly

broad, and it becomes even more unwieldy when we consider the

. /
.

,
;

difi
,.

krent language requirementst the different'coll elalehdeil's
1./. ...-

k,-

and/ the diffeferit structures Of' Second-year co rseS, a11-6iThwhich

...,"<f ::-a

N

wary from institution to institution. ..,.It should bycnow te
;

,
,..---s'

,

ObVI6US to all that the centrallatOblem of the intermediate-year.-,

i, if .

. , cannot be solved by theorizing or generalizing., That is, no
,,,..

, 1

1

eiriile course syllabus will be appropiliate second=yeat

o,Ourses.

On the other Band, there are certain principles that I

consider fundamental to any intermediate class and which constitute

-what, we may call the rationale for the intermediate year.
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Dine principle is self;-levident. The course must be based upon
#

the l;:hguage itself, it must reinforce and increase the student's
' A

knowledge of Italian-in a systematic way. For this reason, the

language text that reviews and alsO\deepens the student's know-
,

iedge-of the language wilI Joe the babid text of the couree-...

The second principle of the intermediate year is a traditional

one; the course must contribute fo the/ student's: liberal edUcation;

'he -.must .perceive that the, language is a vehicle -= and -in sate, cases-

the Origin and the productkd the aulture_of,_:a_natiOn,_,and,ithie,

cultureshould be represented by its most worthy achievements,

...,by..4the...best, of its thought and arf_and_music_and.espediallY

literature. What Italians eat and how 'muah a train ticket from
.-

Milan to Rome costs have their importance. But neither is a

substi,fe for a poem by Montale or a page of Machiavelli.

-These first two principles--the study ofithe language And

its culture--should form the core of the intermediate year.

Iret_if we .limit our course to themwe-shall run the risk of

dietotting the student's conception Of language end--langUage

learning, for language is more than grammar and literature. It

is omnipresent, and it touches every aspect off human behavior.

It-is-not -a problem to be,-Nworked"-by-fillingin the right blank

but an instrument of communication between liN4ing human beings.

Language is real, and the student must be convinced of its

reality. This is our third principle.

Closely related to this principle but distill-6f from it ia,:thse-
,

notion-that the langUage can be of use, of practical use to-the

studentit is not something dreamed up by insensitive or poebitly

t '45



aven sadistic educators for this ole purpose of tormenting the

student. 4

The rationale, then, that supports the intermediate course

Consists of increasing the students' knowledge of the language
. . -,

and*-4,ts culture, and at the/same time imparting to them the

notions that language is both real and useful. The next question
.. g'

/ \
,is:' "how?". From the almost infinite aspects of language and,the

T / \I
,vast,-numberof.cultural works, whiCh will we choose_to present

,

/ $1,,,_

to_the,atudents?, How can we demonstrate_to_them thEnguage iij'
/

real and useful?
/

our approach to the teaching of language should be guided

by the realization that the intermediate years the last year

in which most students will formally study Italian. Accordingly,

we should emphasize those elements of language whidh are*st

learned in the classroom; for example, verbs and-idiomatic

expressions. The many irregular verbs poiie special problems for

the student of Italian, not only because of their number but- also

becausebecause their conjugated forms are not listed alphabetically in

dictionaries and other reference works. Similarly, idiomatic--

, .

expressions are often hard to find in dictionariesr

'''''

-but what is

,
even more confusing to the student is the fa/ct, that many-idio ms

are composed oi'''w,ords familiar to the student, while the sense of

the idioms may be quite different froth-the literal meaning of

theindividual words. Special attention to verbs and idioms

yields importaht dividends: not only does the student increase

his quantitative knowledge of the language but ,he also lays down!

6



a firmiipase upon which he can increase that knowledge when he is

ho 'longer enrolled in,an Italian class.
.

/

iOciimintirig the/student with the cultuie of Italy is done
/

Most satisfactorily by means of the literary text, because most
,

cUltural phenomena are stored in and transmitted by the written-

/
word. This is ideal for the teacher/of language, because the

. / .-

reading of a text transmits information on the culture of Its.*
--,4s,--'

andbatithe same time it contributes to and reinforces knowledge
/

oi2ge' language itself. Unfokunateli What-bt-d0fitti-fead-pi

,Aintermediate courses is us ally limited to imaginative literafUre=7

short stories, a novel/ play, some poetry. -1 would" pit4b1Jiktlye-

widest possible variety of readings: imaginative literature, \

certainly, but alsisome essays which will reveal, the thought of,

>-
Italians in different historical periods,,,,I'le cknnot hope to

teach an intellectual history of Italy; our readings' would have to

be very selective. But 1 think it would be enlightening for

students to read some of Verdi's letters or a portion of Leonardo's

notebboks, each accompanied by either a brief lecture or additional

readihgs on the author's contribution to western civilizatioh.

Many intermediate language courses go no farther than the
es,

point we have reached: they consist of grammar review and

-treadings from ItalsO's luminaries. In an extreme (and admittedly

exaggerated) situation, a student might leave second-year

Italian with the conviction that "Italian" is a ,puzzle in which

a masculine singular'article matches up with a masculine singular

noun followed by a verb whose number must match the number of

the noxiii-and which is,inVturn followed by anothor noun, possibly



;

preceded by a preposition, and that there once lived pe&pie called

PiriVelloand Ung

-and thatra why we

et'ti who were very good at this sort of thing,
4,

study them in Italian

Such-dsierile view of the.language must be combatted, not

only fdr the good of our profession but especially tor the good
i/7-;-

of our/e'tudents. The student must be taught that Italian is a

reality, that for millions of people it it a way of living, it

lisas much, the stuff of reality as English is the stuff of
/ .

reality for him.

The, teaching of "reality" consists of introducing the. student"

to material that was not created or prepared specifically for the

teaching of Italian. For the spo1ken lainguagT, a museum tour

accompanied by an Italiancsinaking,guid'e or a visit to the shop

of an Italian artisan would probably be more productive than an

hour in the classroom. Some communities have radio and television

programs in Italian. Even in geographical areas where spoken

Italian is not common, some exposure to "real" Italian can
Jy

usually be arranged through fill4a, short-waVe radio broadcasts,

or records of Italian popular son-gli.-------
--------t ,

Written matetlalti:arid exercises can also heighten the
i

$ i -

-student.!..a'gg:7:f Italian as a-- "real" language: Arilcles-
-,t

extracted and photocopied from current newspapers and perodicals

are useful if they can be related:to-something with which t

student is familiar, e.g.,,/an article about some aspectit
1

America or about some event familiar to most of the students.
;

I have in mind, for example, articles on American foreign policy,

drug problems, unemployment, energy conservation, or pollution



control.

instance

Po complement an article on American unemployment, for

, the instructor might also assign an article on Italian

employment. Not all materials need be at a high intellectual
,

leverr-an.article on the death of Elvis Presley would probably be- -'

1.
read avidly and would add a certain dimension to the student'a

perception of real Italian. Likewise, comic strips, cartoonsl,

and fotoromanzi have not only a curiosity value but also reflect

Italian popular culture; in addition, they offer excellent

examples of contemporary spoken language.

The- intermediate student thus exposed to contemporary---
:-.materials-which set into relief both, the, differences-and the

similarities between Italian-arid American cultures Will, I thinkl_

come to realize that Italian is not just an academic exercise

foisted upon him by a tradition-bound edUcational system. He or-

she will find, that Italian is a living language which. can be an

instrument of knowledge, communidationi, and even pleasure.

To satisfy the final inciple of our rationala*, the -

instructor must guide the student toward the-realization that a

knowledge of Italian can be/Useful even after the completion of

formal language study. It is in this area that intermediate-

programa are probably most deficient. We too nie4iiehtly regard

only the student vino will go on to the third year as having a

future in which Italian will play any role; the student who does

not continue after the second year is dismissed from our minds

with'Only a slight feeling of gratifude for his having contributed

one more enrollment and thus kept tb:9,wolf from the door for ..a

while longer. We assume too readily that once students leave

9



intermedidte Italian they will never "dor
/
anything with ,it; it

) /
is likely that they never will, unless

//
we prepare them to use

their language skills.

This/prepaR:tion can be carried out on both 'the individual

and the group levels. To the individual, the instructor may

11//

assign an article dealing with a field in which the student is

inte;ested. I would caution the instructor not to limit choices

to an academic field: few second-year students can profit from a

high technical professional article in psychology or chemistry._
#

or history. And the choice of the article shOuld be dictated by
.,,,

1

the student's interest. If that interest at the moment runs to

automobiles or rock music rather than nuclear particles and the
...---

9

logistics of the Peloponnesian War, fine: During the student's,,

reading of the article, the instructor should be available for

Consultation! When he has finished his reading, the student

might then make a written or ansoral report on-What he has

learned.

Happily, most efforts toward showing the usefulness and

,future potential'of the language-can be directed toward the class
.

as a whole. /One can invite, -to class adults who use Italian in__

daily liVesi a translator, a person in business,a/COIleague
, -

from another department, a librarian, a social worker, or a

tourist agent. Nor should we overlook those whose avocations

frequently involve foreign language: history or music or art

buffs, and the amateur of languages who studies them for personal

enjoyment or for travel. Such persons, although they may not be

masters in the language, silould speak Italian informally with the

10
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Students. In fact, it may be desirable for the student to realize

that even an imperfect command of the language can be a useful

tool, although mastery, of course, is more advantageous still.

Pihally, the instructor can provide the student with certain.

skills and aids that will be useful after the formal study of

Italian has ended. Toward the end of the second-year the instructor

'ehouId introdudi the student to various dictionaries and give

instruction in their proper usie. Bilingual dictionaries ought to

be given the most attentionlibecause the student\is most likely

to use these in the future. Differences between pocket, desk-

sized, and Standhrd dictionaries should be demonstrated,, perhaps

by comparing a single entry in the three sizes. -00-onlyshould-

the student be warned of the pitfalls lurking in bilingual I

dictionaries, but he should also .be taught how to avoid them--by

coneulting a iitaridard-dictionary of.the-Italiaa language.The

student who knows how to use dictionaries will be more likely-Co
/

use them in the futureand less likely 'to use them incorrectly.

As the student leaves the intermediate class, he should take

with him a rudimentary "handbook" provided by the instructor.

Part of such a booklet would be bibliographical: a list of the--

-better.Italian-English And Italian-Italian dictionaries, the

titles of or three reference grammars, and some suggested

further reading, perhaps graded according to relative difficulty.

\ The list of readings need not be lengthy but it should be so

designed as to appeal to a wide variety of-tastes. Another

section of the booklet ought to list local and national bookstores

where Italian publications can be obtained; similarly, local

11
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public libgries with Italian collections--however small--should

be mentioned, as well as the fact that many college and university

libraries permit the use of their holdings even to pers6ns vho

have no official connection with the institution. Finally,

cultural organizations -such as the Society Dante'Alighieri should

be brought 'to the student's attention.

We must have no illusion that following such a program in the

intermediate year will cause a great rush on bookstores and

librlries.Manyand probably evenmoststudentsiwill.notuse_I

their Italian after completing the language requirement. Never-

theless, a concerned effort by the instructor during the interffiediate

:year will increase the number of students who can, after leaving

the classroom4.4benefit from their language study.

The intermediate year has always been the problem year.

Standing as it does between the pedagogical simplicity, of the

elementary course and the si,ecialization found in advan7d courses,

the second year is critical, it is a pivotal year. In some ways,

it is the cardinal link existing in the present between the past

and the future. ";e can Jnt to the student a worthwaile and

useful course if we keep in mind this peculiar quality of the

intermediate year. Accordingly, we shall give the student as firm

a grounding in the language as we can, we shall introduce him to

some of the important and representative achievements of Italy in

".

/ ,

the past, we shall acquaint him with the reality of present -day

Italian, ,and we shall prepare him to make further use of his know-

ledge in the future. If we can do this, then the intermediate year

will no longer be the problem year but the year of solid and

Stimulating achievement. \
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